Chile is living a constitutional moment,[^1^](#fn0001){ref-type="fn"} and the achievement of parity democracy might be part of it. As I write this piece, the Chilean Senate is debating a bill[^2^](#fn0002){ref-type="fn"} that, if approved, will make Chile the first country to have a constitution written by an equal number of men and women.

"Until dignity becomes customary" is the recurrent message of the graffiti that has filled the walls of Chile's cities. Since October 18, 2019, Chileans have relentlessly taken to the streets to demand not only higher pensions and salaries, and better health care,[^3^](#fn0003){ref-type="fn"} but also more respect and recognition. Massive peaceful protests coexist with both violent clashes with the police and attacks to public and private property. International human rights bodies have denounced serious human rights violations committed by the Chilean police forces.[^4^](#fn0004){ref-type="fn"} Announcements of a new social agenda have not calmed protestors, nor did the declaration of a state of emergency. In mid-November last year, the situation seemed unsustainable. After tense negotiations, in the dawn hours of November 15, a broad spectrum of political parties signed the *Acuerdo por la Paz y la Nueva Constitución* (Covenant for Peace and a New Constitution).[^5^](#fn0005){ref-type="fn"}

The Covenant sets out a roadmap that considers the call for a plebiscite in April 2020, where citizens will have to decide whether or not they want a new constitution, and choose between two kinds of constituent bodies: a fully elected constituent convention (*Convención Constitucional*); or a convention where half of its members are elected, and half are members of Congress (*Convención Mixta Constitucional*).

As soon as the Covenant was announced, feminists pointed out that the electoral system for the constituent convention did not ensure the fair participation of women. The system, used for the first time in the 2017 election of deputies, provides a mandatory 40:60 gender equilibrium on nominations, but this applies on a national basis and not in every district.[^6^](#fn0006){ref-type="fn"} In that election, political parties nominated women in districts where they had no chance of being elected. In fact, no woman was elected in eight of the twenty-eight districts.[^7^](#fn0007){ref-type="fn"} Male candidates received 40 percent more funds from their parties, almost twice as many donations, and in access to credit, they received three times more resources than the female candidates.[^8^](#fn0008){ref-type="fn"} Notwithstanding all these access barriers, women's representation increased from 15.8 percent to 22.6 percent, still below the average of Latin American countries.[^9^](#fn0009){ref-type="fn"}

Chile is an upper-middle-income country classified among the countries with very high levels of human development. Chile ranks at forty-two among 189 countries in the Human Development Index (HDI).[^10^](#fn0010){ref-type="fn"} However, national averages conceal large differences. When adjusted for inequality, the average loses 17.8 percent of its overall HDI achievement.[^11^](#fn0011){ref-type="fn"} In the Gender Inequality Index, Chile ranks at sixty-two among 166 countries, and while the gross national income per capita for men is 28,933, for women it is only 23,419.[^12^](#fn0012){ref-type="fn"} The data show that 33 percent of the income generated by the Chilean economy is captured by the richest 1 percent of the population. In turn, 19.5 percent of that goes to the richest 0.1 percent.[^13^](#fn0013){ref-type="fn"} Half of those working thirty-plus hours a week receive wages that cannot meet the basic needs of an average household; women workers are 10 percent more likely than men to receive these low wages.[^14^](#fn0014){ref-type="fn"} To be from a lower class and being a woman are the main reasons for experiencing ill-treatment.[^15^](#fn0015){ref-type="fn"} In Chile, the constitutional moment is not the result of extraordinary events, but of a feeling of unfairness that has been simmering for decades. As described in a report of the United Nations Development Fund (UNDP), "\[i\]n Chile, to say that the country is unequal is to say the obvious. Inequality is part of its historical physiognomy...it is an essential element of how \[its people\] understand the country where they live and the position they occupy in society."[^16^](#fn0016){ref-type="fn"}

Women in Chile have significantly increased their participation in paid work, while most men do not share domestic and caregiving duties.[^17^](#fn0017){ref-type="fn"} Gender relations are strained, and women have become increasingly autonomous.[^18^](#fn0018){ref-type="fn"} Feminism is at the center of Chilean political upheaval, as shown by the performance piece *El Violador Eres Tú* (The Rapist Is You), created by LasTesis and based on the writings of Argentinean anthropologist Rita Segato,[^19^](#fn0019){ref-type="fn"} which highlights gender violence as structurally related to police sexual violence and impunity for crimes against women.

The empowerment of Chilean women was reinforced by Michelle Bachelet's presidency.[^20^](#fn0020){ref-type="fn"} Although the principle of parity she applied to her cabinet could not be sustained during her terms, it became entrenched in people's imagination.[^21^](#fn0021){ref-type="fn"} Today there is widespread public support for parity in the composition of the constitutional assembly, both among women (76.7 percent) and men (75.7 percent).[^22^](#fn0022){ref-type="fn"}

The parity bill, approved by the Chamber of Deputies in December 2019 and currently under discussion in the Senate, was designed by female political scientists and promoted in Congress by a cross-party alliance of women deputies. The mechanism is in line with the open-list proportional electoral system that applies to the election of the constitutional convention members. The system ensures parity in nominations by requiring that each list be headed by a woman, and the rest of its candidates ranked alternately by sex. It also ensures parity in the results, since, after determining the quotient obtained by each list, the seats allocated to the list are equally distributed to the male and female candidates on the list who receive the most votes. If the parity bill is passed in its current form, the new constitution will be the only constitution in existence to have been drafted by an equal number of women and men.

After the French *Conseil Constitutionnel* held that electoral quotas were unconstitutional for violating the principles of the universal representation and equality between citizens,[^23^](#fn0023){ref-type="fn"} French feminists built the argument for parity on the idea of universality, and that gave parity its strength. Discussing quotas has lead us to engage in many divisive debates about conceptions of equality, the nature of political representation, political legitimacy, and identity politics. Parity can be defended on some of these grounds too, but doing so on the grounds of universality immediately brings into focus the structural barriers women face in becoming full citizens. As far as it is acknowledged that the universe of citizens is equally compounded by men and women, it is simple to realize that something went wrong in the way representation was implemented if it ended up with representatives being mostly men. As *The New Yorker* puts it, referring to the famous book *Au pouvoir citoyennes! Liberté, Egalité, Parité* (*Women Citizens to Power: Liberty, Equality, Parity*), which boosted the idea of parity into the spotlight, "it was a surprising success, perhaps because, on the surface *parité* sounded like such a reasonable thing to support. The French are much less interested in being politically correct than in being...logically correct, and there was an undeniable logic to the *paritaire* position."[^24^](#fn0024){ref-type="fn"}

Parity is about freeing universalism from the illusions of abstraction (which has made of it a masculine universalism), and allowing it to become real.

In Chile, where electoral quotas passed constitutional review,[^25^](#fn0025){ref-type="fn"} there is not a single or one dominant argument, but the case for parity is being built on different---and sometimes conflicting---accounts. That women are one-half of humanity, and that it is simply not right that their voices and interests are represented mostly by men, is the universal and most common account. The need to give full effect to women's right to access to offices and positions, and the state's obligation under international human rights law to take measures to accelerate women's achievement of substantive equality, are other examples. Sometimes parity is defended on the ground that women are different, and that society will be enriched by bringing feminine moral perspectives into the social contract. A different nonessentialist view is to consider that women differ in many ways, but that whatever their differences, they share the experience of living in a patriarchal society whose laws and institutions affect women in different ways from how they affect men, and many times do so disproportionally.[^26^](#fn0026){ref-type="fn"} Women must be present if we want sufficient attention paid to women's interests.[^27^](#fn0027){ref-type="fn"}

While quotas can bring some women to the public realm, parity defies the whole current configuration of the public and the private. The social contract at it is can only exist because it has the addendum of the sexual contract.[^28^](#fn0028){ref-type="fn"} The philosophical accounts of the social contract excluded women, as they were not meant to consent to it as individuals. As stated by Rodríguez Ruiz and Rubio-Marin, "\[i\]n this double contract, women do not figure as subjects but, rather, as outsiders who enable it. Women enable the existence of the public sphere...without participating in it, in fact, precisely to the extent that they *do not* participate in it."[^29^](#fn0029){ref-type="fn"}

If women do participate, they will bring to the table the part of the human experience that has been relegated to the private realm, but that supports the conditions necessary for the very existence of everything we deem public, and this will change the very way the public sphere is conceived. We will have to talk about how we, the people (and not they, women) will understand and administer human dependency and caregiving.[^30^](#fn0030){ref-type="fn"} From the highly conceptual to the most practical, many things would be different in a democracy with full parity between women and men, favoring a more holistic understanding of human existence and responsibility for its protection. Maybe this is the way to go if we want to save democracy for the future.
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